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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. My colleague, Rabbi Shai Held, recently made an interesting observation. He writes, “Imagine 

living in a world in which violating the laws of morality leads inexorably to consequences in the 

world of nature. Faced with the fear and pain of living in what appears to be a cold, unfeeling 

cosmos, where immorality seems to have no inevitable consequence, the possibility of 

inhabiting such a morally ordered world is appealing. But on another level, faced with the reality 

of our own failures and shortcomings, the thought of living in such a universe can be, frankly 

terrifying. We yearn for such a world and yet we can’t really bear the thought of it.” 

 

3. When we read Parshat Bo, with Pharaoh refusing to let Israel go and with nature responding to 

his stubbornness with plague after plague, upsetting the course of nature to bring ruin on this 

despot and his people, we cheer on Moses and our ancestors in their struggle to be free of 

Egyptian slavery. We may be uncomfortable with the story, for example, the hardening of 

Pharaoh’s heart and the miraculous nature of the plagues. We sometimes try and figure out 

how these plagues could be part of the natural cycle in Egypt so that nature will not be, in our 

eyes, unreliable and unpredictable.  

 

4. Given the weather of the past week, it is hard not to see nature as unpredictable and unreliable. 

Last year, 2013 was a really bad weather year. From a typhoon in the Philippines to a crippling 

snow storm in Jerusalem to a devastating tornado in Oklahoma, weather is mostly 



unpredictable.  No matter how hard we try to predict the weather, nature often has other plans 

and we really can’t anticipate what will happen more than a few days into the future.  

 

5. But Rabbi Held is correct when he says that we really don’t want nature to respond to our 

personal immoral acts. The idea does indeed terrify us. Perhaps that is a reason that we don’t 

read aloud the second paragraph of the Shema. That passage from Devarim reminds us that our 

actions can have consequences. When we do good things, nature responds with her bounty. 

When we are in violation of the Torah, the earth will withhold her harvest and the entire world 

would suffer.  

 

6. The idea that if one person sins the entire world suffers does not meet our own morality test. 

What would be fair about one person sinning and the whole world suffering? Why should one 

person’s disregard of Torah make the rains fail to fall and the crops fail to grow bringing famine 

and hunger to the entire country?   From the point of view of nature, however, this may not be 

such an unusual thing. If one person or one corporation pollutes a stream or the air, everyone 

suffers. When one person smokes a cigarette in an enclosed area, everyone is subject to second 

hand smoke. This is an important lesson in how our lives are interconnected with each other 

and with all of nature.  

 

7. I may even be able to extend this a bit and say that if you are working and you are honest and 

kind, that reputation will cause people to want to do business with you and it could lead to great 

success. If you are mean, dishonest and you treat your customers poorly, you may, through 

cheating reap some short term success, but in the long run, people will flee from your store and 

take their business elsewhere. As the proverb says, “You reap what you sow.” 

 



8. But what would it mean if every immoral act we performed directly caused a bad natural 

phenomena? If we told a lie it would turn our water into blood, the bigger the lie, the longer the 

blood would flow. If we cheated someone there would be frogs everywhere. If we were 

unfaithful in our marriage, we would break out in boils. If we were to cheat on our taxes, our 

home would become infested with insects. I think that Rabbi Held is correct. These cause and 

effects would terrorize us. Our every immoral action would instantly cause us suffering and 

inconvenience.  

 

9. This situation may actually be the new reality for public figures. If they get caught in any 

questionable act, the information and pictures are quickly released on social media. You can ask 

any number of politicians, sports stars or movie performers about how fame has made every 

aspect of their life a fishbowl. Thousands of people just waiting with cell phone and camera to 

catch every mistake they make. Or as one hockey goalie remarked, “How would you like it that 

every time you made a mistake, a red light would flash and thousands of people would boo?”  

This fish bowl may not only apply for the rich and famous.  If there is any questionable action 

that we ourselves have done, it will appear forever in a Google search of the internet.  This is the 

second reason we would be terrified. Our actions would not only become known but would be a 

permanent stain on our lives. There would be no repentance or rehabilitation.  

 

10. The real terror, I think comes when we realize that every little slip would become public 

knowledge. We like to hide behind our privacy. We like to think that if the little secrets about 

out life, the small lies, the exaggerations, the poor choices, would become public knowledge, 

the damage to our reputation would be horrific. It is hard to even contemplate about how the 

little things we do would cause us so much pain and humiliation if knowledge of the details 

should ever leak out.  



 

11. I need to state the obvious here, that the fear of getting caught is not the reason we should be 

doing good and leading moral and ethical lives. Fear of punishment is what we teach children to 

get them to behave, but it is not a good method to get adults to behave. The only reason for 

doing the right thing is that it is the right thing to do. It is the unrealistic belief that we will never 

get caught that causes us to slip into our bad side. I always say that human beings have an 

infinite capacity to delude themselves. We say that the rules do not apply in this case, that 

nobody will know, that everyone is doing it, “if anyone were in my situation, they would do the 

same thing”, “I always (usually) doi the right thing so they won’t mind if I cheat this one time.” 

 

12. But these are all lies we tell ourselves.  We know that if we tell ourselves the truth, we would 

live better lives.  Pharaoh is so tied to the immorality of slavery, he would rather suffer ten 

plagues rather than let Israel go free.  The story of the plagues is a reminder that in our 

interconnected world, what happens in one place can affect all the other places. We can suffer 

the results of our lies long after the reason for the lie is gone. It is always best to tell the truth, to 

do the right thing the first time, then to live with the consequences to others and to our own 

soul, for years to come.  

 

13. Moses appears before Pharaoh as the conscience to the king. Moses is the nagging reminder 

that Egypt is corrupt and it needs to change its immoral ways. In a similar way Torah/Religion is 

our conscience. Torah is the mirror we use to look at ourselves to see how we look in the light of 

what God as asked us to do. God asked Pharaoh to set Israel free from slavery. Pharaoh refused 

and suffered greatly. God asks us every day to commit to living a good life, being kind to others, 

to pay attention to what we eat, to be grateful for the blessings in our lives, to stay far away 

from evil people and evil situations, to learn and to grow. We are committed to doing the best 



we can every day we are alive. We do make mistakes and we do slip into sin, but, thankfully, we 

can repent; we can resolve to do better and we can have a chance to try and do better in the 

future. God remembers all that we do, but God is also forgiving.  Nature will still provide her 

bounty even if we are not perfect Jews or perfect human beings.   

 

14. God does not strike us with lightening when we sin. God does not afflict us with suffering or 

disease. The world is a difficult enough place to live without nature coming after us as 

punishment for our sins. Still, what we do, for good or evil, does affect the world. We can 

choose to live as a kind, caring and considerate manner, or we can live lives of infamy and 

cruelty.  The Torah tells us the price of sin, Pharaoh meets his destiny at the bottom of the Sea 

of Reeds. The Torah also tells us to choose the good, to choose the right and to choose life.  

Since most of us will live our lives aspiring to be better, we can rely on God who loves us, not for 

our perfection but because we try. 

 

As our ancestors journeyed from Slavery to Freedom, from Egypt to the promised land and from 

darkness to light, may God also guide us as we travel our own path with hope for the future and 

may God guide our path with love as we say …  Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


